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ABSTRACT • 

Writing appears to have originated from a modest 
system of counters or tokens used to keep track of econoinic_gbpds arid 
transacHons . This system of recording appeared iri 8000 B. C. in 
Mesopotamia, or what is how Iraq. The tokens V cbrisistericy in shape 
and size during the next 4,000 years attests to the stability of the 
agricultural ecbribihy arid way bf life. When cities began to appear^ 
the number of types bf tbkeris. iricreased/ find ilicis%d and punched 
markings prbliferated bri the face bf the tokens in response to the 
heedfbr a mbre_ iritr icate recbrd keeping system. Around 3300 B. C., 
simple hbllbw clay balls were invented. They provided both a me^ns of 
hbldirig irid prbtectirtg the tokens of a particular tx^nsaction, and a 
clay surface bntp which the parties involved could /Impress their 
pefsbrial seals^ thereby insuring against any tampering with the 
contents of the ball, or envelope . Eventually , the tokens were 
pressed into the clay of the envelope's outer surface and ^ then 
enclosed in the envelope, so the contents could be read without 
having to open the envelope and break the seal. These but^r __ 
impressions then made the presence of the tokens inside superfluous^ 
and in 3100 B. C. the hollow envelopes were replaced by sblid tablets 
into which the shapes of the relevant tbkehscbuld be pressed . These 
signs were later replaced by incised sigriSillustratirig the shape bf 
the tokens and their markings^ The repertbire bf sjfmbbls grew to 
include those represent irig bther thari ecbribmic gbbds^ drawn from 
sources other than the tbkeris, thus bperiirig writ irig to all fields of 
human endeavor. (HTH) 
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Writing makes it pdssibj| for us to store information, thereby creating 
a "saperlntelligence*' - a fund of knowledge which is well beyond the ability 
of any single human to reineinber yet> at the same time, is available to all 
of us: Ancient civi 1 izations considered writing a gift of the gods. The 
Egyptians attributed it to Thoth> the god of science and magic; the Baby- 
lonians to Nebo, son of Marduk; and the Greeks to Hermes. In the XXth century 
how do we think writing came about? 

The earliest evidence qf a writing system comes from Mesopotamila , present 
day iraq: [3uring the past 200 years, archaeologists working in the region 
have discovered large collections of ancient written documents. They consist 
of clay tablets written in cuneiform script. The evolution of cuneiform can 
be traced ba^ckwards, through a series of archaic stages, to simple incised 
signs and finally crudely impressed signs reaching back in time as far as 
3100 B.e. but never beyond: These impressed or incised signs are the first 
knowrr script. They led scholars to conclude that writing must have been 
invented about 3100 B.G. by the Sumerians, who inhabited Mesopotamia at the 
time. 

- - i- ■ - 2 * 

The first tablets are puzzling in many ways. 61ay is a very impracti-. 
cal material which is bulky to work with and requires careful drying before 
being ^^^^ ^'^-^ would such a medium /be selected for man's first effort at 
^writing? Furthermore, the tablets are shaped like small cushions with stron- 
ly convex faces. Why'was this unusual shape. employed? Another puzzling' 
eharaeteristie can be noted in the earlies:t sighs made on the tablets. While 
one would expect that a writing ^ystem would begin with small pictures, the 
signs are, as a rule, abstract. Moreover, the quantity of different sighs, 
more than 1500, appears too many for^he beginning of writing. Because of 



the larye hUiiiber of siqhs arid their abs ^ ^t shapes ^ the suspicibh arose 

that the tablets of 3100 B'.C. mighty after all, represent ah already advanced 

f . .... 

st^cjc of writing. Scholars hypothesized ttiat the sighs could have developed 
from siiia 1 1 pictures to abstract sighs .and their repertory multiplied in ear^];ier 
attempts, perhapis inscribed oh wood, which would have disintegrated in time 

and were lost forever. The solution to tlie problem turned out to be different. 

' J*' 

It came in an unsuspected way. _ • 

_■ ____ _ .. _ . _ _ . . ' . . 

In 1957 , A.Leo OppenTieim of the University of Chicago noted that in 

1500 B.C., while writing was cbmmohplace, accountants of Nuzi, h«rth of 

_ ^ 3 _ ■ - ' 

BahyldFi, still preferred to use counter^ for 'bbbkkeepi hg . Each animal bf 

the palace's largg herds was represented by a cbuhter. These tbkehs were 

trahsfiered tb varibus receptacles tb keep track bf^chahged bf sheperds, br ' 

pasture; when animals, were . shorn. etc Forty eigh.t such counters were actually 

_ _ ._ _ _ _ _ ' _ _ _ _ _ _ J _ _ _ . . 

fbuhd in the excavations of Nuzi. They were cbhtained in a hbllbw tablet which 

probably represented a transfer frbiri bhe bffice tb anbther. On the surface 

of the hbllbw tablet - br envelope, a list written in cuneifbrm script itemized 

48 animals, bbvibusly cbrrespbnding tb the 48 cbunters. The list read: 

"21 ewe's, 6 female lambs * 8 full grbwn rams, 4 male lambs, 6 she-goats t+iat , 

have given birth, fhe-gbat, 2 female kids". Unfbrtunately ^ the excavators 

whb bpened the envelope which was still intact when excavated, did hbt pre^ 

s.erve the cbUhters and their Shape is uhkbwh tb lis. 



OppehheiiTi' s finding attracted the attehtibh bf Pierre Amiet, H^d Keeper^ 
bf Western^ Asia tic Antiquities at the Louvre in Paris, tb a Series bf about 
fifty fiblldw cl^y balls filled with small tbkbns. The clay balls dated tb 
3300 B.C. and came from the excavations of Susa, Iran, where they had been 
di*scovered some fifty years earlier. In 1965^ Amiet realized that the Susa 



clay ehvelbpej must have been accbuntinfj devicGg^ siiiii lar to the Nuzi hollow 

4 - 

tablet. His fihdiruj was of great inipdrtarico for two reasons. Firsts the 

envelopes showed that, in Susa, record i rig with counters jDreceded writing by 

two fiuridred years. Second, the nature of the tokens was revealed. They were 

sinal relay artefacts niddelled in various gebiiietric shapes which Ainiet rightly 

interpreted as standing for goods and coniinodi ties . 

Jri 1969, I started a study on the earliest uses of clay iri the Middle 

Last which led nie to systematically visit all available museum cdllectidris 

of clay artefacts datirig 8000-5000 B.C. I. was looking for figurines, bricks 

and pots. . I foUrid plenty of these but, iri adcjitibri, I was surprised to firid 

a category bf artefacts which I did riot expect because they were riever discuss 

ed iri publ i ca;tibris . They were series bf small clay tbkeris bf various geomer: 

trical shapes. I was everi mbre surprised wheri I realized later that they were 

ideritical tb the cburiters described by Artiieti although the early tokens w^re 

never ericlbsed- iri eriveldpes but always found ^Iqdse .- Wherever I werit from 

Turkey td Israel arid frdrti Syria td Iran, the small tdkens were ubiquitous.. 

It became eviderit that recordirig with clay tdkens was practiced in the entire 

Middle East arid that the traditidri drigiriated as early as 8000 B.C.~ five 

5 

thousand years before. wri ting was iriverited. The identification of tokens 
as couriters was riot surprising since sets of small objects have been used 
fdr odUritirig iri most societies. What was unexpected was the discovery that 
more thari 80 shapes closely matched the shapes of the earliest signs of • 
wri ti rig. Much work and research will be riecessary to cdmprehend fully the 
st^epis that led from^ tokens to writing. For the time being it appears that it 
happeried iri four major stages:. 

1. 8000 B.C. a system of recording is-used based on tokens. > 
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2. ' J3()U B.C. clay envelopes hold tokens, of particular transactions. 

3. 3300 B.C. signs are impressed on the surface of envelopes. 

4. 3100 B.C. clay tablets appear with iinpressed or incised signs. 

The appearance of tokens around BOOO B.C. ccsihcides with the beginning 



^ of food production in South West Asia. This suggests that the new economy, 
base?d upon agr i cul ture and animal husbandry generated a need for record keep- 
ing and the tokens were developed to meet this need.^ They were small, arte- 
facts ran(]ing from 1-3 cm, made of fine clay and moulded in various shapes. 
The most frequent types were sph^eres, cones, discs, cylinder's and tetrahedrons: 
Tf)eir careful manufacture, which included firing, was achieved by simple ^ 
hand moulding either rolling them between the palms of the hands or by pinching 
them w.ith the finger tips. Some examples bore incised and punched markings 
presumably made with a stick. Each token stood for a precise quantity of 
a particular cdmlTiodity and there is evidence suggesting that the cone and the 
sphere stood for amounts similar to our "peck" and "bushel" of barley.'^ . 

The tokens became cdiTimon in the following millennia and they are found 
in most Middle Eastern archaeological sites. Their number at each site may 

reach sizeable proportions. For instance, the site of Jarmo (Iraq), a village 

8 

dating about 6500 B.C. yield 1153 spheres, 2^96- Siscs, and 106 cones. 
During. ;the four thousand years which followed their invention, the tokens 
evidence little change in shape, size and manufacture. This reflects the / 
stability of the economy and way of life which existect between the develop- 1 
ment of agriculture and the beginning of cities^ 1 



When cities started to app^ear, the token system shows evidence of, pro- 
found changes.^ This evolution was expressed by the appearance of^new shapes ' 
of tokens, bringing to 14 the number of types commonly found*. Among— |:hem - 
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were bicdhdids, dvdids, bent coils, triannlGs, r(5ctang.les , parabdlae, rhdmbpids^ 

cdhtaihers arid ariiiiials. Alsd, iricised arid pUriched inarkirigs started prdl i fera ti rig 

dri the face of the tdkehs. There is rid ddUbt that the'se chariges, assdciated 

(ls they (ire With the appearance of urbari life, were the result 'df riew-st'ressefe 

beiruj place bri the ecdrioihic systeii]. Associated with' the devel dpiiierit of cities ^ 

ciro special izatidri of labor arid the (jrtfwth of ceritralized adhiiriistr^tidri. 

Bdth terid td i ricrease the •'^^u^iiber arid coiiipl exi ty df bus1r>GSs trarisactidris 

. tftus requiriricj a nidre iritricate recdrd keeping systeiii. " 

Shdrtly after these chariges iri the tdkeiis occurred, ardUrid 3300 B.C., 

> IQ 

eriveldpes were iriverited iri which tdkeris cduld- be saved. These envelopes 
consisted df a simple hdlldw clay ball sdmewhat smaller thari a tenriis ball. 
Tfiey prdvided bdth a mearis df hdldirig arid protectirig tdkeris and al5d a clay 
surface dritd which the parties irivQlved iri a trarisactidri cduld impress their 
persdrial seals^ thereby irisuririg agairist ariy tamperirig with the cdriterits df 
the eriveldpe. 

As might well be iniagiried, the opacity df clay was sodri recognized as 
a seridus prdblem. Orice the eriveldpe was sealed, one had td remember the 
number of tdkeris ericldsed. If one's memory failed, the envelope had to be 
dperied arid the seal brdkeri. This shdrtcommiri9~was quickly dvercome by press- 
irig the tdkeris iritd the still soft clay of the erivelope's duter surface and ) 
theri enclosing the tdkeris -themsel vps iri the envelope. T-hus , once the envelope 
hardened^ it cdntairied the tdkens themselves inside, and impressions of the 
tdkeris dri the dutside where they cduld be "read" w>i^out breaking the seal. 
This was the beginning df writing. 

... ; . _ _ * _ _ A- _ 

Orice the tdkens were impressed updn the outer synf ace of the envelope. 



their presence inside the envelope became superfluous; It was hot long befbre 



the tidllow envelope^ were replaced by, solid tablets into which the shapes 

. _ _ ^ ] ] 

\>pf t\\Q relevant tokens tiad'^beea impressed. , jhe crudely impressed signs' 

wero soon ^^eplaced'by ihciSGd signs which wore able to accurately illustra- 
te the exact shape of the mostnr^ tokens and their particular markings. 
HavirKj lost the cuinbertbiiie thri^ diiiiensiohal i ty of their token progenitors ^ 
the written sighs started, a life'rif their own. Their repertory grew to in- 
cludd syrnbdls' other than economic goods and drawri from other sources than the 
token system,, opening writiruj^to all fields of human endeavour. 

Tt)e first tablets derived frhn the envelopes holding tokens. This ex- 

_ _ * 

plains the choice of clay for their manufacture and their odd shape. Also, 
tfie abstract shaipe of the signs, along wKh the relatively large plumber of 
such shapes Van, be explained as the carrying oyer of the visual qualities of 
the tokens previously used for record. keeping . After all, writing. was nei 
'a miracujcius nor an instantaneous development as it had traditionally been 
assumed. Writing, the most perfect supplement to language, originated from 
a modest system' of counters t€\keep track of economic goods. 
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